A re occupational health nurses of value to the company? "Why certainly!" is the reply. "That's just common sense."
Occupational health nurses are essential to the economic health and well being of a company, but are there data to support their importance? Without data, current trends to "rightsize" companies can result in the loss of an occupational health nurse or the entire health care system within a company.
Common sense is not, and probably never has been, enough to demonstrate the value of occupational health nursing to business and industry. Today, one way to demonstrate the value of occupational health services to employees and management is through total quality management (TQM), also called continuous quality improvement (CQI).
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inroads in health and safety professions. For the past 3 years, the American Association of Occupational Health Nurses (AAOHN) has offered a TQM workshop at the American Occupational Health Conference. In comparing participants enrolled in the workshops for each of the 3 years, the 1994 participants were more knowledgeable and aware of TQM principles, were working more cross functionally with other departments in their companies, and understood more about how health and safety professionals contribute to a company's basic business than participants in previous years. More than half of the 1994 occupational health nurse participants work for companies that are ahead of the health service in TQM implementation. The motivation for the occupational health nurses to attend the TQM workshop was to learn more about TQM and keep up with other departments within their companies. The professional literature also demonstrates continued interest in TQM. In the past year, more articles on TQM have appeared in professional health and safety journals, often in the context of jobs being threatened and the need for health professionals to demonstrate their value to companies. For example, the June 1994 issue of Professional Safety was dedicated to articles about TQM in safety.
FOCUS IS ON THE CUSTOMER
Why is TQM taking hold in business, health care, and occupational health? What is its basic purpose? TQM focuses everyone in a company on a single purpose, adding value for the external customer. As companies concentrate on increasing or even maintaining market share in the competitive 1990s, focusing on customers is key. The occupational health nurse manager has the challenge of linking occupational health programs to the company's ability to meet the needs of external customers. Common sense would say that occupational health programs are aimed at improving the health and productivity of employees and lowering health related costs to the company. In this way, resources are available to meet the needs of the external customer and create a successful business. But how many line managers or company executives know this? It may not be common sense to them.
MAN AGE MEN T F I L E
One way to define TQM is good judgment and common sense, rigorously applied, in a scientific manner, on a day to day basis. While the occupational health nurse manager does not need to know the principles of TQM to apply this definition, the fact is that common sense and good judgment are not always applied in business in general or in occupational health practice. The application of TQM principles can result in consistent quality and outcome in American companies. For TQM to work, two ingredients are required: people and process.
The essence of the people aspect is to focus everyone in the company on the external customer. This requires health and safety professionals working well together toward a common goal-a healthy, productive work force. If health and safety professionals are not collaborating to achieve this end, or are not able to articulate the achievement of this mission to management, a business decision may eliminate health and safety services from the budget.
PROCESS IMPROVEMENT
The second ingredient in TQM is the process. Process is how the work is accomplished in a company. The aim of process improvement is to identify and streamline the key processes of the business to improve effectiveness and efficiency. What are the key processes of the occupational health service?
One example of a key process in the occupational health service is case management. When a worker is injured at work, the key players may be the employee, the supervisor, the occupational health nurse, company and/or community physicians, claim adjusters, safety specialists, rehabili- tation providers, and attorneys. There are probably two to 10 departments, providers, and even companies represented in the process of an employee recovering from an injury and returning to work (Figure) . Each party has personal perspectives, agendas, and priorities. In the case of an injured worker, the occupational health nurse manager takes an active role, either directly or indirectly, in facilitating the employee's safe return to work.
To most employers a typical case management process represents a confusing maze. It also appears that way to some employees and even occupational health nurses. But real processes can be complicated. For example, a computer manufacturer has to assemble a number of the right components in the right sequences at the right time to produce a successful product. A shortage of any component, absence of a key employee, poor communication between purchasing and production, or any number of factors can stop production. The same is true for case management of injuries.
If the employee misses a physician appointment; if the supervisor does not provide a job within an employee's restrictions; if the specialist provider does not communicate return to work restrictions or the information is late in arriving; if the occupational health nurse fails to communicate what is happening to the employee and the employee's attorney; if the claims adjuster denies the claim without proper documentation; if the company physician and employee physician disagree and do not work it out; or if any number of other glitches occur the process can grind to a stop and sabotage a successful return to work.
Outlining the workflow as a process, much as a computer manufacturer does, makes it much easier to see how to streamline and how to keep the process from breaking down. By focusing on key variables that keep the case management process working, the occupational health nurse can help ensure a successful result. Outlining the process in this way also helps others in the company to understand how complicated the case management process can be. It also helps demonstrate the value the occupational health nurse can bring in simplifying the process and achieving a successful result.
COMMON FRAME OF REFERENCE
The value of TQM in a situation involving professionals from multiple disciplines is the ability to communicate with a common language in a common frame of reference. TQM provides a vehicle for understanding various perspectives, agendas, and priorities, because the focus for all participants is adding value for the customer. In the exam-MAN AGE MEN T Report to Superv isor -F igure: Process of employee injury recovery and return to work. F I L E ple above, the value for all the participants in the system is a successful return to work . Do all occupational health nurse managers need to learn TQM? If the nurse manager's company has adopted TQM, it is essential to become part of the program. Health services will not be seen as an integral part of the company if it is not part of the current management program. If the company has not adopted a TQM framework, then the occupational health nurse manager might determine the value of TQM to the health service and discuss the use of TQM principles with middle and upper management and health service staff. While the whole company focus will be lost, a focus for the health 448 service may be very beneficial to both employees and the company.
ADDED VALUE
The Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award experience probably parallels what is happening with occupational health and TQM. In 1988, 12,000 applications were requested and 66 applications were submitted. Today an estimated 1,000,000 applications are in use by companies; however, in 1993 only 76 actually applied for the award. Companies using TQM are doing well. However, many companies are having difficulty adopting and following through with TQM . Learning the concepts is easy. Developing the long term commitment and additional work to achieve company wide quality improvement is difficult. Without commitment, the implementation of TQM does not result in added value for customers.
Occupational health nurse managers are in a position to improve and substantiate how health services staff provide service and add value to their companies and their customers. Organizations are constantly changing, and occupational health nurses must be flexible and seek opportunities to provide service that is of benefit to employees and the company. TQM is one effective method of identifying those opportunities and man aging the business of occupational health.
